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PROCESS FOR FORMING HIGH ASPECT 
RATIO CIRCUIT FEATURES 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

This invention relates to methods of forming high reso 
lution circuit patterns on a substrate. 

BACKGROUND 

The need to produce electronic circuits having very ?ne 
line Widths and spaces has led to the use of thin photoresists. 
The resists used in the semiconductor industry are capable of 
producing extremely ?ne lines and spaces, but these thin 
resists also inherently limit the thickness of the resultant 
plated line. In high density circuits Where there is a need to 
carry high current, increasing the thickness (i.e. height) of 
the line provides the needed conductor cross section Without 
sacri?cing circuit density. HoWever, When using the con 
ventional photolithography processes, thin photoresists limit 
the designer’s ability to achieve the needed cross sectional 
area, and this is not a desirable condition. Clearly, a need 
exists to provide high aspect ratio circuit lines in a high 
density pattern, and a method that could overcome the 
limitations of thin photoresists Would be a signi?cant boon 
to the electronics industry. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a cross-sectional vieW of a substrate coated With 
an electrically conductive layer, a dielectric layer, a masking 
layer and a photochemically active layer, in accordance With 
the invention. 

FIG. 2 is a cross-sectional vieW of the structure shoWn in 
FIG. 1 after de?ning a pattern in the photochemically active 
layer. 

FIG. 3 is a cross-sectional vieW of the structure shoWn in 
FIG. 2 after removing the exposed portions of the masking 
layer. 

FIG. 4 is a cross-sectional vieW of the structure shoWn in 
FIG. 3 after removing the remainder of the photochemically 
active layer and delineating the pattern in the dielectric layer. 

FIG. 5 is a cross-sectional vieW of the structure shoWn in 
FIG. 4 after stripping aWay the remainder of the masking 
layer. 

FIG. 6 is a cross-sectional vieW of the structure shoWn in 
FIG. 5 after the step of plating. 

FIG. 7 is a cross-sectional vieW of the structure shoWn in 
FIG. 6 after stripping aWay the remnants of the dielectric 
layer and the underlying portions of the electrically conduc 
tive layer. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

Amethod of forming high resolution circuit features on a 
substrate consists of the folloWing steps. A ‘seed’ layer of 
copper is deposited on a dielectric substrate. A dielectric 
layer is then deposited on the copper layer, and an aluminum 
‘mask’ layer is deposited on the dielectric layer. A photore 
sist layer is spun on or laminated to the aluminum. The 
photoresist layer is imaged and developed to de?ne a circuit 
pattern such that portions of the aluminum ‘mask’ layer are 
revealed, and these revealed portions are further etched so as 
to reveal portions of the dielectric layer that are directly 
underneath. The remaining portions of the photoresist layer 
are stripped aWay, along With the revealed underlying por 
tions of the dielectric ?lm, exposing portions of the copper 
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2 
layer in the image of the circuit pattern. The remaining 
portions of the aluminum mask are then removed, and the 
exposed copper is then electroplated to form the desired 
circuit traces. The remaining portions of the dielectric layer 
are stripped to expose the unplated portions of the copper 
layer, and these unplated portions are etched aWay With acid. 

While the speci?cation concludes With claims de?ning the 
features of the invention that are regarded as novel, it is 
believed that the construction, method of operation and 
advantages of the invention Will be better understood from 
a consideration of the folloWing description in conjunction 
With the draWing ?gures, in Which like reference numerals 
are carried forWard. For purposes of clarity, relative dimen 
sions of the various elements have been exaggerated, and the 
reader should be aWare that the draWing ?gures are not to 
scale. 

Referring noW to FIG. 1, a dielectric substrate 100 has an 
electrically conductive layer of metal 110 deposited thereon. 
Although the draWing ?gures only shoW a single layer 110 
of metal, those skilled in the art Will appreciate that multiple 
layers of different metals can be employed to achieve 
various advantages, and our invention is not intended to be 
limited by this. For example, in one embodiment Where 
vacuum deposition of the conductive metal Was used, a very 
thin (approximately 400 Angstroms) layer of chromium Was 
?rst sputtered on the substrate to act as a ‘glue’ layer and 
promote adhesion of a subsequent layer (approximately 
2000 Angstroms) of copper. The purpose of this metal layer 
110 is to provide an electrically conductive ‘seed’ layer for 
subsequent electroplating. On top of the metal layer 110 is 
deposit a dielectric layer 120, such as a dry ?lm photoresist 
or other suitable material. This layer does not have to be 
photochemically reactive, but if it is, it should be appropri 
ately cured using thermal, light or other oxidative means. 
The surface of the dielectric layer 120 is covered With a layer 
of a metal 130 Which Will subsequently be used as a mask 
in a reactive ion etch (RIE) process. One preferable material 
Way to make the masking layer is to evaporate or sputter a 
thin (approximately 2000 Angstroms) layer of aluminum in 
a vacuum deposition chamber. A layer of photoresist 140 is 
then formed upon the metal layer 130 to aid in patterning the 
aluminum. Either positive acting or negative acting photo 
resists can be employed, With our draWings depicting the use 
of a positive photoresist. Since this photoresist layer is not 
being used as the resist for the electroplating, a much thinner 
resist can be used compared to that normally employed. This 
alloWs for higher resolution features than are otherWise 
achievable in conventional art. Referring noW to FIG. 2, the 
photoresist 140 is imaged With the artWork of the desired 
circuit pattern using ultraviolet light, so as to expose selected 
areas 230 of the metal layer 130. In FIGS. 3 and 4, these 
exposed portions of the aluminum layer and the underlying 
portions of the dielectric layer are then removed by a 
tWo-step RIE process. First, the exposed portions of the 
aluminum are dry etched using BCl3/Cl2 gas to expose 
portions 320 of the dielectric layer 120 that are directly 
underneath. This creates an exact duplicate pattern in the 
aluminum layer that alloWs the aluminum to be used as an 
etch mask for the next step. Next, the remaining portions of 
the photochemically active layer 140 are removed by reac 
tive ion etching using oxygen gas. The oxygen plasma 
generally attacks organic materials, but does not attack 
inorganic materials, such as the aluminum mask. As shoWn 
in FIG. 4, the patterned aluminum layer 430 serves to protect 
the dielectric layer 120 in those areas 420 Where it is covered 
by the aluminum, but alloWs the oxygen plasma to etch aWay 
those portions 425 of the dielectric layer that have been 
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revealed by the openings in the aluminum mask. After a 
suitable period of time in the RIE chamber, the dielectric 
?lm has been etched doWn to the underlying copper, expos 
ing portions 410 of the copper in a pattern that is an exact 
replica of that in the original artWork used to photode?ne the 
photochemically active layer. Again, because the oxygen 
plasma does not attack metals, the etching stops When the 
copper has been exposed, thus creating an ‘automatic’ and 
highly controllable end to the RIE process. The next step, 
FIG. 5, removes the patterned aluminum mask. The etchant 
used to remove the aluminum must not affect the neWly 
exposed copper 410 nor the patterned dielectric layer. Even 
the slightest attack may cause sWelling or lifting of the 
miniature patterns in the dielectric layer. Then the substrate 
100 With the exposed copper is electroplated in conventional 
manner, using the patterned dielectric ?lm 420 as the plating 
resist (FIG. 6), until the circuit pattern 600 reaches the 
desired thickness. Typically, copper is plated, along With 
nickel and gold, Which is used as an etch resist for the next 
step. After plating, the patterned dielectric layer 420 is 
removed by another RIE step, again etching With oxygen 
plasma. Note that noW the patterned dielectric layer is not 
protected by a metal mask, and thus can be easily attacked. 
With the unplated portions of the base copper noW exposed, 
a ?nal etching step, either Wet chemical or dry etching, is 
used to remove the ?eld copper around the electroplated 
features 600, resulting in the structure depicted in FIG. 7. A 
dilute solution of ammonium persulfate Will remove the thin 
copper ‘seed’ layer Without adversely affecting the plated 
features. If there is an underlying chromium ‘glue’ layer, it 
can be removed With an alkaline potassium permanganate 
solution. 

In summary, a neW method of creating high resolution 
metal circuitry on substrates has been devised. The method 
produces printed circuit boards or Wafers that have closely 
spaced conductors of signi?cant thickness (i.e. high aspect 
ratio) Without the usual condition of shorting betWeen 
conductors, using a metal mask, Which has heretofore been 
unknoWn. While the preferred embodiments of the invention 
have been illustrated and described, it Will be clear that the 
invention is not so limited. Numerous modi?cations, 
changes, variations, substitutions and equivalents Will occur 
to those skilled in the art Without departing from the spirit 
and scope of the present invention as de?ned by the 
appended claims. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A method of forming high resolution circuit features on 

a substrate, comprising the folloWing steps in the order 
named: 

providing a dielectric substrate having an electrically 
conductive layer deposited thereon; 

depositing a dielectric ?lm on the electrically conductive 
layer; 

depositing a metal ?lm on the dielectric ?lm; 

depositing a photoresist layer on the metal ?lm; 
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4 
selectively removing portions of the photoresist layer 

such that portions of the metal ?lm are revealed; 
removing the revealed portions of the metal ?lm by 

etching, so as to reveal underlying portions of the 
dielectric ?lm; 

removing the remaining portions of the photoresist layer 
and the revealed underlying portions of the dielectric 
?lm so as to expose portions of the electrically con 
ductive layer; 

removing the remaining portions of the metal ?lm; 
plating copper onto the exposed portions of the electri 

cally conductive layer; 
removing the remaining portions of the dielectric layer so 

as to expose additional portions of the electrically 
conductive layer; 

removing the exposed portions of the electrically conduc 
tive layer. 

2. The method as described in claim 1, Wherein the metal 
?lm is aluminum. 

3. The method as described in claim 1, Wherein the step 
of plating comprises electroplating. 

4. The method as described in claim 1, Wherein the steps 
of removing the revealed portions of the metal ?lm, remov 
ing the remaining portions of the photoresist layer and the 
revealed underlying portions of the dielectric ?lm are per 
formed by reactive ion etching. 

5. The method as described in claim 1, Wherein the step 
of removing the remaining portions of the photoresist layer 
and the revealed underlying portions of the dielectric ?lm is 
performed in a single step. 

6. A method of forming high resolution circuit features on 
a substrate, comprising the following steps in the order 
named: 

providing a substrate having a copper layer deposited 
thereon; 

depositing a dielectric layer on the copper layer; 
depositing an aluminum mask on the dielectric layer; 

depositing a photoresist layer on the aluminum mask; 
developing the photoresist layer such that portions of the 

aluminum mask are revealed; 
etching the revealed portions of the aluminum mask, so as 

to reveal underlying portions of the dielectric layer; 
removing the remaining portions of the photoresist layer 

and the revealed underlying portions of the dielectric 
?lm so as to expose portions of the copper layer; 

removing the remaining portions of the aluminum mask; 
plating copper onto the exposed portions of the copper 

layer; 
removing the remaining portions of the dielectric layer so 

as to expose additional portions of the copper layer; 
removing the exposed portions of the copper layer. 

* * * * * 


